274         THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
As he put his foot into the stirrup and held on to the
horse's shaggy mane, he was thinking :   " Well, life has~^
taken a new turn, but my heart is still cold and empty. . . .
It's clear Aksinia can't fill that emptiness now. . . ."
Without a look back to his family gathered about the
gate, he rode at a walking pace along the street. As he went *
past the Astakhovs' hut he glanced sidelong at the windows,
and saw Aksinia at the last window of the front room. She
smiled and waved an embroidered handkerchief to him,
then abruptly crumpled it in her hand and pressed it to her
lips and to her eyes, darkened with the past sleepless night.
He rode at a swift cavalry trot up the hill. At the top
he saw two horsemen and a wagon slowly moving along the
field track towards him. He recognised the riders as Antip
Brekhovich and another young cossack from the farther
end of the village. " Bringing home dead cossacks," he
guessed, as he saw the bullock wagon. As he approached
the cossacks he asked :
" Who are you bringing home ? "
" Alexei Shamil, Ivan Tomilin and Yakov Podkova."
" Dead ? "
" Killed i "
" When ? "
" Yesterday, at sundown."
" Is the battery safe ? "
" Yes. The Reds surprised some of our battery men in
their quarters."
Gregor removed his cap and slipped fiom his horse. The
driver halted the bullocks.  The dead cossacks lay side byT
side in the bottom of the wagon, Alexei Shamil in the '
middle.  His old blue shirt was flung open, the empty sleeve
was put under his cloven head, and the stump of his arm,
wrapped in a dirty rag, was pressed against his breast.  In
the dead grin of his toothless mouth a savage frenzy was
frozen stiff;   but the glassy eyes stared with calm and
seemingly sorrowful pensiveness at the blue sky, at the cloud
floating over the steppe.
Tomilin's face was unrecognisable. Indeed, there was no
face but a red shapeless mass, split slantwise by a sabre-
stroke. Yakov Podkova was a saffron yellow, and his head
had been almost completely severed from the neck. The
white bone of the sabred clavicle stuck out of the unbuttoned